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Re-empowering Ourselves: Australian Aboriginal Women 
 
Abstract 
The arrival of the colonists, the invasion of Aboriginal lands and the subsequent  
colonization of Australia had a disastrous effect on Aboriginal women, including on-
going dispossession and disempowerment. Aboriginal women’s lives and gendered 
realities were forever changed in most communities. The system of colonization 
deprived Aboriginal women of land and personal autonomy and restricted the 
economic, political, social, spiritual and ceremonial domains that had existed prior to 
colonization. It also involved the implementation of overriding patriarchal systems. 
This is why Aboriginal women may find understanding within the women’s movement 
and why feminism might offer them a source of analysis. There are some 
connections in the various forms of social oppression, which give women connection 
and a sharing on some issues. However, imperialism and colonialism are also part of 
the women’s movement and feminism. This essay demonstrates why attempts to 
engage with feminism and to be included in women-centred activities might result in 
the denial and sidelining of Aboriginal sovereignty and further oppression and 
marginalisation of Aboriginal women. Moreover, strategies employed by non-
Indigenous feminists can result in the maintenance of white women’s values and 
privileges within the dominant patriarchal white society. By engaging in these 
strategies feminists can also act in direct opposition to Aboriginal sovereignty and 
Aboriginal women. This essay states clearly that women who do not express 
positions or opinions in outright support of these activities still benefit from their 
position by proxy and contribute to the cultural dominance of non-Indigenous 
women. I argue that Aboriginal women need to define what empowerment might 
mean to themselves and I suggest re-empowerment as an act of Aboriginal women’s 
healing and resistance to the on-going processes and impacts of colonization. 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Historically, Aboriginal women in Australia have generally found little comfort or 
support from non-Indigenous women who historically have been involved in the 
marginalization of Aboriginal women and in the denial of their human, civil, political, 
legal, and sexual rights (Huggins 1991; Moreton-Robinson 2000).  Furthermore, non-
Indigenous women have been participants in the removal and dispossession of 
Aboriginal women from traditional lands, on which their relationships could be 
maintained and responsibilities carried out. Being part of the colonization process 
has also meant that non-Indigenous women have benefited and profited from the 
past and continued marginalization and oppression of Aboriginal women (Moreton-
Robinson 2005). This also explains why, despite the growing struggle for women’s 
rights and the momentum of the women’s movement in Australia, the societal and 
economic positioning of Aboriginal women has remained stagnant for many years 
and continues to be an everyday struggle even within feminism. 
 
Tying to engage with women’s feminist activities  
Sometimes the strategies of non-Indigenous feminists can act as new forms of 
colonizing practices. For example, gendered activity may be understood through 
sex-role stereotypes imported from non-Indigenous societies and applied over and 
over to Aboriginal women. Feminist groups may also attempt to “accommodate” 
Aboriginal women within the realm of Australian women by asking us to attend 
events as guest speakers, read poetry, set up displays of artwork, or to speak about 
Aboriginal spirituality. Such practices focus on cultural expression and the perceived 
exotic elements of Aboriginal culture—as some Aboriginal women call it, the ”pretty 
business.” The invitations and our presence as Aboriginal women can operate as a 
form of tokenism and entertainment for non-Indigenous women where we are 
“window dressing” (Mihesuah 2004, 44). That is, they want us but not our opinions. 
Within these spaces we are sometimes even expected to present Aboriginal 
women’s experience for the benefit of helping white women better understand 
Aboriginal women. This resonates with the earlier work of Jackie Huggins, who 
outlines the ways in which Australian Aboriginal women were placed in a “maid-
service position to help non-Indigenous women unlearn their racism” (1998, 61). 
Similarly, Aileen Moreton-Robinson states that such a service relationship also 
positions our Aboriginality “as an epistemological possession to service what it is 
not” and obscures “the more complex way that white possession functions socio-
discursively through subjectivity and knowledge production” (2008, 86). It also diverts 
our attention from our own priorities to the priorities of women from the dominant 
culture. In these situations non-Indigenous women gain credibility and kudos from 
other non-Indigenous women, for, as organizers, non-Indigenous women can argue 
that they have made space for Aboriginal women at an event. They are the ones 
trying to do something for Aboriginal women or include Aboriginal women.  
 
I have come to see all of this as a form of casual accommodation within mainstream 
women’s business. It falsely leads Aboriginal women into believing that those women 
involved are seriously attempting to make changes and deludes those undertaking 
feminist activities into believing that they are really bringing about change. What it 
does do is protect the interests of non-Indigenous women in order for them to 
maintain their values and privileges within the dominant patriarchal white society. 
Moreton-Robinson explains that the protection and investment in white values and 
interest is rooted in the possessive logic of patriarchal white sovereignty (2004), 
which “imbudes them with a sense of belonging and ownership” (2008, 86). In this 
way non-Indigenous women can act against our Aboriginal sovereignty, knowledge, 
rights, empowerment, and our very being and insulate themselves and their 
institutions and protect their privileges and positioning. At the same time, dissenting 
Aboriginal women’s voices are marginalized and silenced, and the Aboriginal women 
who raise concerns are positioned as angry or aggressors. Sometimes this happens 
in ignorance, but I have at times also wondered whether, with its narrow focus on 
cultural expression, the engagement with Aboriginal women has been strategically 
minimized to avoid possible conflict, unease, and embarrassment for non-Indigenous 
feminists, therefore reinforcing and affirming white women’s structural power. I have 
not witnessed or participated in a forum where the very essence of what constituted 
that feminist site or held that group together was up for discussion; also excluded 
have been questions about how the event or the organizers could be more inclusive, 
how could we all explore what we mean by feminism, or how the forum could be 
more open to participation by Aboriginal women. In effect, non-Indigenous Australian 
women are saying, “this is ours” or “this is mine” because their actions and non-
actions demonstrate the possessive logic of white sovereignty (Moreton-Robinson 
2004). Those who do not express their positions or opinions outright still benefit from 
their position of silence by proxy and contribute to cultural dominance. This does not 
mean that discussions or change have not happened in other feminist terrains. I 
have to believe that some cross-cultural feminist efforts have been explored 
elsewhere and that Aboriginal women’s experiences have been engaged with and 
incorporated. 
 
 
Re-empowering ourselves 
Elise Redbird (1995) explains that we need to speak of re-empowerment from the 
perspective that the process of colonization, which subordinated us as Aboriginal 
women, has been a process of disempowerment. Re-empowerment additionally 
implies rebuilding and reviving Aboriginal women’s spiritual and cultural practices 
accompanied by healing. Part of the strength of this re-empowerment has been the 
reclamation of power by Australian Aboriginal women (Fredericks 2008). As 
Aboriginal identity and all that is involved in being an Aboriginal woman in Australia 
has been threatened with eradication through power, it can be reformulated or 
regained only by taking power back. More Aboriginal people are naming what 
Aboriginal identity is to them, how it manifests, and the experiences, rights, roles, 
and responsibilities of Aboriginality. There are those who are undertaking this 
through the legal and political rights arenas both nationally and internationally, those 
who write about it through analytically researched academic papers challenging the 
status quo, and others who do so through creative narrative prose and pieces of art. 
Aboriginal peoples in Australia never ceded our sovereignty: we never gave up our 
sovereign rights and this is a reoccurring theme in all forms of reinstating, reclaiming, 
and reconstructing our Aboriginal identities. 
 
Through a process of commemorating and remembering the past, Australian 
Aboriginal women have been reconstructing a useful legacy for the present. The 
telling of our stories provides a sense of our individual and collective experiences in 
the naming of all that was and is, and all that has been distorted, erased, and altered 
to suit the needs of the colonizer. This form of articulating is part of Aboriginal 
women’s resistance to the ongoing processes and impacts of colonization and part 
of our re-empowering of ourselves as Aboriginal women. It is also about healing 
some of the deep soul wounds of colonization and contributing to the healing of 
others. From this perspective theories of feminism may be a source of analysis that 
Aboriginal women may borrow from in search of answers. These theories need, 
however, to be coupled with other paradigms that include the experiences of multiple 
interrelated oppressions (see Huggins 1994; Moreton-Robinson 2000). There are 
some intersections in the various forms of social oppression, intersections that give 
women connection and a sense of sharing some issues. This is why feminism may 
at times be a source of comfort for some Aboriginal women (Fredericks 2006, 2007) 
and why elements of Aboriginal women’s theorizing and activism can be said to be 
feminist in nature. However, while Aboriginal women may utilize theories and 
strategies found within feminism, it does not mean that the answers for Aboriginal 
women come from the feminist movement or from feminism, or that being engaged 
with the feminist movement means that Aboriginal women have embraced feminism 
(Moreton-Robinson 2000). Feminism, or elements of feminism, can be one vehicle of 
many for the Aboriginal struggle to reaffirm, reinstate, and re-empower (Redbird 
1995) who we are as Aboriginal women.  
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